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Alpina
A semi-annual review of mountaineering in the greater ranges

Alaska
In the quiet season reported for 2010 on Mt McKinley (20,320 ft), 1,222
climbers from 281 teams attempted the mountain, and 670 of them topped
out. This reversed the slow decline in ascents in the years since the banner year
2005, when 775 of 1,340 mountaineers summited. Most of those attempting
the mountain in 2010 were Americans (673); others came from the United
Kingdom (62), Canada (52), Poland (39), and Russia (36). Japanese climbers’ interest in Denali has decreased—with the exception of the “Giri-Giri”
boys’exploits, described just below.
Four died in the park, all in mountaineering accidents; the death rate
remains low relative to early years. Park mountaineering rangers express concern over the trend toward speed climbing and “single-push” efforts with gear
of reduced weight and thus less warmth. Ranger Mark Westman (who has 20
years of experience in the Alaska Range) points out, “The benefits of rest may
increase the speed while moving to the point of compensating for the added
weight that may slow one down.” In the Alaska Range, where rescue is more
difficult, warmer gear may provide a critical safety margin in case of accident
or illness.
The few “notable climbs” emphasized light and “fast” efforts. One more
traditional climb was the major new route of the season by Colin Haley and
Bjorn-Eivind Artun on the SE Face of Mt Foraker (17,400 ft). They spent
37 days in the Alaska Range, acclimatizing with three summits of McKinley,
one approaching Mugs Stump’s 15-hour speed record on the Cassin Ridge set
in 1991. Haley and Artun then climbed their new route on Foraker to the left
of French Ridge: 10,400 ft of elevation gain in alpine style, 71 hours up and
down, with practically no sleep. The Giri-Giri boys from Japan (see Alpina
Summer/Fall 2009 issue) were back in the persons of Ryo Masumoto, Takaai
Nagato, and Kazuaki Amano. They warmed up in the Ruth Gorge, climbing
the W Face of Pk 7,400 ft, and making a new finish of a route up the N Face
of Mt Church. They further acclimatized on the W Buttress of McKinley,
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made an 80-hour ascent of Denali Diamond, then climbed the N Buttress on
Mt Hunter, and rappelled off.
Deaths in the 2010 Season. Foreign mountaineers comprised about 45
percent of the climbers in the park, yet in 2010, all four mountaineering
deaths in the park and a long, survived fall involved foreigners. Frenchman
Pascal Frison, 51, was climbing on the W Buttress route near 12,000 ft on
May 16, when he lost control of his cargo sled and instinctively jumped on
it to stop it from going over the ridge. He was unable to self-arrest and fell
more than 1,000 ft onto a crevassed section of the Peters Glacier. The park
helicopter reached the site within minutes, but Frison had fallen into a deep
crevasse. A ranger tried to reach him and determined that he had died in the
fall. Two Canadian climbers, Andrew Herzenberg, 39, and Avner Magen, 42,
were found dead on May 29 at the base of a steep gully in the Ruth Gorge—
probably swept down by an avalanche as they descended. A helicopter flight
to the site confirmed the deaths, and the bodies were recovered the following
day. On June 7, Belgian Joris Van Reeth was leading his partner on a technical
section of the Cassin Ridge on McKinley when a climbing anchor pulled out,
and he fell about 100 ft to his death. One fall that did not result in death was
the drop of about 1,000 ft down the W Rib Route on McKinley by Canadian
solo climber Luc Benoit on May 26. Rangers picked up Benoit by helicopter
the next day, and a doctor at base camp assessed and released him, little the
worse for wear.
Denali Park and Reserve gained a new mountain, Mt Stevens (13,895 ft),
when the formerly unnamed southern peak of Mt Hunter was named for former senator Theodore “Ted” Fulton Stevens by congressional and presidential
fiat (the Mount Stevens and Ted Stevens Icefield Designation Act). Stevens
represented Alaska from December 1968 to January 2009. Reelected seven
times and obviously popular in Alaska, Stevens was markedly adept at funneling federal largesse to the state—including to national parks located there.
Environmental groups, particularly in the lower 48 states, came to dislike
him. The colorful senator was a verbal and effective (though inconstant) disbeliever in global warming and fought very hard to open the Alaska forests to
lumbering and the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge to oil exploration. Stevens
lost the 2008 election following an indictment and conviction on charges that
he had made false statements on financial disclosure forms. In 2009, before
sentencing, a federal judge threw out the conviction, citing gross prosecutorial misconduct. Stevens died in an aircraft crash near Dillingham, Alaska, on
August 9, 2010.
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A park service executive described Mt Stevens as “a difficult task” and
“rarely climbed.” It is unlikely to become a frequent goal of even Republican
pilgrimages.

Nepal Himalaya
Pre-monsoon 2010. Not reported in the previous Alpina are two new routes
or new variants established in last year’s pre-monsoon season on 8,000-meter
peaks in Nepal. The first, on Lhotse (8,516 m), was a well-planned solo effort
by Kazakh Denis Urubko, the fifteenth man to climb all fourteen 8,000ers.
The Normal Route up Lhotse branches from the Everest route at a point well
below the S Col. Instead, Urubko left the S Col itself at 6:10 a.m. on May 16,
climbed up Lhotse N Ridge for 600 m then traversed below the pinnacled
and difficult ridge for 1.5 km until he reached a couloir on Lhotse W Face then
climbed the couloir to reach the summit of Lhotse at 11:30 a.m. He descended
by the Normal Route to Camp 2 by 4:00 p.m.—the whole effort solo, with
no fixed ropes or supplementary oxygen, taking 9 hours and 50 minutes. The
traverse from the S Col to Lhotse summit or vice versa is probably the most
difficult part of the once widely discussed but never accomplished “Everest
Horseshoe.”
The complicated, new variation on Makalu (8,485 m) was developed by
Mstislav Gorbenko’s fourteen-member Ukrainian expedition and combines
earlier routes and a new section. The Ukrainians followed the 1975 Yugoslav
S Face route to 6,600m, then forged a new line to join the French 1971 W
Pillar Route at 7,500 m, then up the pillar and the NW Ridge to the summit.
They employed no Sherpas and used no oxygen. Most of the members of the
large team worked on the route; the most difficult part was the new section
where the rock is polished and slabby with little place for protection and bivouacs. After a long struggle (the team reached its base camp on April 7), three
members, Sergei Bublyk, Volodymir Roshko, and Dmytro Venslavovsky, left
Camp 3 on the new section at 30 minutes past midnight on May 23. Bublyk
reached the summit at 6:45 p.m. and the other two at 8:00 p.m.. It was now
snowing and getting dark, and they decided to descend by the N Face, which
they had never seen.
Fortunately for them, New Zealand guide Martin W. (Marty) Schmidt
started a solo ascent from a N Face camp on the morning of May 24. He
encountered Bublyk, then Roshko and Venslavovsky, disoriented, cold, and
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sometimes not moving. He got them up, doused them with hot water, and
directed them down toward his tent; then he continued to the summit and
returned to nurse, with others, the three through the night of May 24–25.
Roshko and Venslavovsky suffered injuries from exposure and hypoxia, as did
four other team members who had worked on portions of the route.
Autumn 2010. Although the political situation in Nepal seemed no
more unstable than in autumn of the previous year, mountaineering notably
declined. As I have argued before in these notes, mountaineers going to the
Himalaya often must commit to their plans long before reaching the mountain. Thus, the effects of an economic recession may not show up for about a
year. In any event, 170 expeditions visited in the autumn season, 59 were successful, 189 members and 85 hired climbers reached the top. The corresponding numbers in autumn 2009 were 210 expeditions of which 121 succeeded;
399 members and 192 hired reached the top. The number of expeditions
dropped by 19 percent, and the number of successful climbers dropped still
more, by 53.6 percent. Despite the lesser activity, the mountaineering death
toll in autumn increased from three in 2009 to seven in 2010, not counting
the loss of the two-man crew of a rescue helicopter, which crashed on Ama
Dablam in that year.
Two highly regarded mountaineers with extensive Himalayan experience,
David Goettler of Germany and Kazuya Hiraide of Japan, tried a novel route
on the N Face/N Ridge of Ama Dablam (6,814 m) in pure alpine style. In
early November, they established two bivouacs on the N Face, then a third
on the N Ridge at 6,400 m on November 6. They found snow conditions on
both sides of the ridge very dangerous and concluded that they could neither
climb farther nor descend the ridge. Having only minimal gear, they could
not fix ropes or rappel down the face. They were trapped. They bivouacked in
a notch on the ridge between two seracs and called for a helicopter rescue. On
the morning of November 7, a helicopter appeared, plucked Goettler from the
top of the serac below the bivouac, and dropped him at nearby Chukhung.
Hiraide then climbed the serac and awaited his turn. The helicopter apparently hit the serac with its rotor during the approach and crashed, killing the
crew. On November 8 at 7:00 a.m., Hiraide heard a second rescue helicopter.
He signaled the pilot to avoid the serac, and they agreed by gestures on a flat
spot about 50 m lower. Hiraide managed to climb down and was rescued and
flown to Lukla.
A minimally equipped alpine-style expedition in major difficulty was
rescued with no more damage than a frostbitten thumb for Hiraide, but two
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brave men, helicopter pilot Sabin Basnet and engineer Purna Awale, died.
Three recent developments increase the risk for such tragedies: Better elevation capability and reserve power of helicopters make rescue from higher and
more perilous locations feasible, satellite phone weight and cost have been
reduced so that lightly equipped groups normally carry one, and (perhaps
in response) expeditions attack difficult routes without reserve gear for selfrescue and a minimum of food and gas for water.
First Ascents in Autumn 2010. First ascents of 7,000-m peaks in the Nepal
Himalaya are now an extinct species or, at best, fabulous beasts like unicorns.
Of the many unclimbed 6,000-m peaks, three were climbed in autumn 2010.
All were opened for mountaineering in 2003 by the Nepalese mountaineering
authorities, were not attempted until this season, can reasonably be called
remote, and lie near or on the border with Tibet. The successful expeditions
all dealt with those conditions but otherwise were different from one another,
demonstrating the range of present-day Himalayan first ascents.
The well-known and enterprising mountaineer Tim Macartney-Snape led
his eight-man Australian expedition to attempt Pabuk Kang (6,244 m) in far
northeast Nepal. The effort was planned in contemporary fashion: full alpine
style, no Sherpas, and no supplementary oxygen—but nobody now uses oxygen on 6,000-m peaks. The expedition established two bivouacs below and
at the foot of the S ridge, and on November 5, six members left the 5,900 m
second bivouac for the summit. A steep rock step defeated all but MacartneySnape and David Charles Barton, who turned the step and reached the top
through “classic deep snow” at 2:00 p.m.
The attempt on Changla Himal (6,563 m) on the Tibetan border north
of Jumla was by Himalayan first-ascent standards a children’s crusade. The
four-man Japanese student expedition from Doshisha University was led
by Hirofumi Kobayashi, 22, the most experienced climber and the eldest.
They traveled to the road head beyond Simikot by bus and trekked to the
border—entirely without Sherpa or porter support throughout. They
followed the conventional expedition approach—reconnaissance to choose a
route, establish camps, wait out bad weather—then on September 27, 2010,
all members left the second camp at 6,090 m on the north (border) ridge at
4:00 a.m. on a fine day, dealt professionally with a 300 m icefall using a fixed
rope, and reached the summit at 11:40 a.m. The four then traced a convoluted
path to return to the 6,090 m camp at 11:30 p.m.
Very different in age and methodology was the two-member expedition
led by Hidenobu Tsuji, 47. (The second member, Isayo Iyama, 67, stayed
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in base camp throughout.) Tsuji attacked Yakawa Kang (6,482 m) near
the Thorung La in Mustang. Once exotic Mustang, the formerly semiautonomous “kingdom” sticking up into Tibet, is now popular for relatively
easy unclimbed mountains with satisfyingly high absolute elevations at the
top and not much lesser elevations at the bottom.
Tsuji had hired three experienced Sherpas from Khunde: Dawa Norbu,
Dawa Tshering, and Tshering Tashi and, after establishing a base camp on the
5,416 m Thorung La, Tsuji remained there while the Sherpas fixed rope for
three days up the S Face, reaching 6,300 m. After a rest day for the Sherpas,
Tsuji and the Sherpas left base camp at 1:43 a.m. on November 7, climbed to
the end of the fixed rope, and proceeded up “steep and gentle slopes . . . over
rock and then mixed snow and ice” all roped together to reach the summit
at 1:00 p.m. They returned to the Thorung La at 6:30 p.m.—“very tired,”
according to Tsuji. (The thoughts of the Sherpas, all of whom had previously
climbed Everest, were not recorded.)
Autumn Mountaineering Deaths. The mountaineering deaths in
the autumn season were all caused by falls or avalanches. Walter Nones (a
38-year-old professional climber from the Trento) led a three-man Italian
group to attack the SW Face of Cho Oyu tried only three times before.
The group established one camp at 6,300 m, and on October 2, Nones
climbed alone to 7,000 m and pitched his tent there for the night. At about
10:00 a.m. the following morning, he stepped out of the tent, not wearing
his crampons. He slipped or perhaps was blown off his feet by high wind and
fell 700 m (in elevation) down the steep slope to his death. Volunteers from
other expeditions helped recover his body, which was eventually flown to
Kathmandu for cremation.
A single massive avalanche on the NE Ridge route up Dhaulagiri struck
two cooperating Japanese expeditions, killing four and injuring three others.
On September 28, three Sherpas from an expedition of less-skilled climbers
acting in support of the four-member expedition led by Himalayan veteran
Osamu Tanabe were fixing rope at 6,100 m when a snow and ice-block
avalanche swept all three down 2,100 m. It buried the experienced Pasang
Gelu, 47, who was never found; injured Da Tendu and Dawa Chhiri,
who survived; and engulfed four climbers in Tanabe’s expedition below
5,400 m. Only one member, Kazuaki Shimada, survived, pushed aside by
the air blast into soft snow. Though injured, he attempted to find the other
members, but they were far too deeply buried. The bodies of Osamu Tanabe
and Toshio Yamamoto were never found in repeated searches, but that of
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Daisuke Honda was eventually recovered by the use of special locating
equipment sent from Japan.
The experienced Chhuwang Nima was working for American Melissa
Arnot on a two-person expedition to climb Barun. On October 23, Arnot was
resting at 5,500 m Camp 2 on the Normal SE Ridge route, while Chhuwang
and Nima Gyalzen from another expedition were breaking trail and fixing
rope to the summit. At about 3:30 p.m. Chhuwang, who was leading, broke
through a cornice at 7,000 m and fell down the E Face, followed by an
avalanche. Later helicopter searches showed that further avalanches had fallen
down the slope, leaving no chance of finding his body.
Chhuwang Nima Sherpa of Tesho in the Khumbu was 43; he made many
ascents in the Himalaya, including eighteen of Everest, starting in 1994. He
had friends worldwide, particularly in Japan and America. Earlier in 2010, he
was selected to train with Denali rangers to further develop his rescue, emergency medical, and “clean climbing” skills. Chhuwang was very popular there
and is remembered with fondness and regret over his early death.

Indian Himalaya
Harish Kapadia, writing for the Himalayan Journal, notes a further decline
in numbers of expeditions and climbs of high peaks in 2010. He applauds a
partially compensating increase in activity on small peaks by less elaborate
expeditions, perhaps a reaction to higher peak fees and the hindrances caused
by the formidable Indian bureaucracy. There were 40 foreign expeditions,
below the normal number of about 65, and 63 Indian expeditions—
many of the latter were to routinely climbed peaks or were washed out by
bad weather.
A fundamental change in the prestigious Himalayan Journal occurred
when Kapadia announced his retirement as editor after more than 30 years in
the post. His unmatched personal and historical knowledge of Indian mountains, based on a host of exploratory climbs and treks all over the mountain
regions of the country, has been manifest in the journal, in his summaries for
the Indian Mountaineering Foundation, and his books. His knowledge and
his careful and forcefully written scholarship will be difficult to replace.
	In something of a last hurrah and perhaps a demonstration that he can still
travel to little-visited places, Kapadia, 65, led a trek with his wife, Geeta, Vijay
Kothari, and Atul Rawal into the East and West Kameng areas in Arunachal
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Pradesh below the Kangto Range. The Kangto is part of the extension of the
Himalaya beyond Namcha Barwa (the Himalayas’ formal end) and lies along
the McMahon Line, which is the (sometimes disputed) international border
between India and Tibet. British Captains F.M. Bailey and H.T. Morshead
determined the line in a six-month semi-authorized foray in 1913, as described
in Bailey’s book No Passport to Tibet (Rupert Hart-Davis, 1957). The highest
peak is Kangto I (7,042 m), which a Japanese group climbed from the north
(Tibetan) side in 1981. Two later expeditions to investigate base camps and
approaches from the south side failed in the difficult terrain.
Kapadia’s trek traveled by road to Baming, where the district officer
provided porters. There followed three hot and tiring days to Lada at 1,500
m. Kapadia was surprised to see a tourist bungalow under construction and
wondered who would walk three days in the hot valley to reach it, particularly
because Lada is so remote that all food must be carried in by porters or dropped
by plane in the rare periods of good weather. Kapadia reached Sachong village
on Sunday and witnessed a loud and enthusiastic church service. Some years
back, a charismatic Catholic priest from Mumbai (Bombay) named Prembhai
(brother of love) by the locals, established a series of churches in the valley
with, according to Kapadia, remarkable results: “We did not see any largescale drinking, no smoking—only God-fearing people.”
Kapadia reached Bisal in another three days. The trek would have had
to cross the Pachuk river on an iron wire with an improvised harness to
reach points closer to the Kangto Range, because the bridge was gone. They
declined the risk and decided to return to Lada to follow a trail along the
West Kameng valley toward Bomdila. They crossed the Lupoi Pass at 2,400
m and made an “enjoyable [descent] through a variety of forest, specially a
large area of bamboo forest,” to reach the road head at Khajlang. Here, they
managed road transport to Bomdila and then Tewang. This area is the start
of the “Bailey Trail” through Mago village to the Tulung La, a pass across the
range defining the McMahon Line. At Tewang, Kapadia crossed and, for a
bit, followed the path of his 1913 predecessors. (Bailey’s eponymic trail was
once used by local tribes for salt trade with Tibet, but it has been abandoned
since the Sino-Indian border war in 1962.) Kapadia’s trek then returned home
via Tezpur and Guwahati after more than a month of exploration.
The British–New Zealand four-man expedition to Vasuki Parvat
(6,792 m) was among the more notable of the year’s efforts. The alpine style
ascent of the previously unclimbed W Face and the subsequent traverse of
the main summit and descent by the NW Ridge began on October 3 from
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a base camp at 4,820 m below the face. It was a continuous push with seven
bivouacs on the face. Leader Malcom Bass and Paul Figg reached the top
on October 12, and after one more bivouac, they reached base camp again
on October 13.
Also notable, though not a summit, was the solo climb of an El Capitan–
sized granite wall on Raldang (5,499 m) in Kinnaur by Catalan big-wall
expert Silvia Vidal. Raldang itself was supposedly climbed by P. R. Oliver
(the frequent companion of F. S. Smythe) in 1931, when no one would have
dreamed of trying a Himalayan wall. Vidal saw a picture of the wall on a
website and arrived in India with only the picture and the Google Earth
coordinates. In July 2010, she, with her porters, established a base camp at
3,800 m, took 2 days to find the foot of the wall, and, after fixing the first
three pitches, began her 25 days on the wall alone. She avoided the use of
artificial aid except for drilling for “bat hooks” through completely featureless
sections above pitch 10—two weeks into the route. She emphasized that her
objective was not to climb Raldang but to ascend the big wall, and that the
crux sections were climbed “all natural.”
Among the peaks officially opened for climbing in 2009 is Lingsarmo
(6,995 m) near Nun and Kun. It is far
better known as Pinnacle Peak and was
first climbed by Fanny Bullock-Workman,
a guide, and a porter in 1906. BullockWorkman and her husband, William
Hunter Workman, had developed a
prickly relationship with the Survey of
India and the administration of the British
raj, who viewed their accomplishments
with a jaundiced eye. Kenneth Mason,
one-time
superintendent
in
the
survey and later first editor of the
Himalayan Journal, described the ascent
and the Workmans’ efforts at topography
in unfriendly terms in his book Abode of
Fanny Bullock-Workman, as she
Snow (E.P. Dutton, 1955). He commented,
looked around the time she made the
“Unfortunately they had a poor sense of
first ascent of Lingsarmo, in 1906,
topographical direction. . . . Bullockamid some controversy. The peak
Workman also claimed to have reached
reopened to climbers in 2009.
LIBRARY OF CONGRESS
the summit of ‘Pinnacle Peak’ to which
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she gave the height of 23,300 feet instead of 22,810 feet and persisted in stating
that it was higher than Kun.”
Mason was unduly critical of the Workmans, given the uncertainties of
exploratory Himalayan mountaineering in 1906. The Workmans’ elevation
for Pinnacle Peak was as close to the current value for Lingsarmo as was the
survey’s. Current photos of Lingsarmo demonstrate that Bullock-Workman
was indeed on the right peak, and Nun and Kun are both now given an
elevation of 7,135 m, making the peak ascended in 1906 the third highest in
the group. There is no doubt that it was then the highest elevation reached
by a woman.
A three-woman, U.S.-Canadian expedition led by Alison Criscitiello
visited the Nun Kun massif in August of 2010. Departing from the usual
Kun Base Camp they established three camps up the Swiss Face, the highest,
Camp 3, at 6,270 m. Heavy snow and wind defeated the first attempt, but
on the second try Criscitiello and Rebecca Haspel reached the col between
Nun and Lingsarmo and followed the SW Ridge and S Flank to reach the
top at 6:30 a.m. on August 16. They returned to Camp 3 in two hours. They
state that no permitted expedition has summited Lingsarmo since records
were first kept, starting around 1958. But other teams recorded climbs,
particularly in the 1980s, and then, of course, so did Fanny Bullock-Workman
in 1906.

Climbing All Fourteen 8,000-Meter Peaks
The controversy over the identity of the first woman to join this small but
prestigious peakbagging club is now as close to resolution as it is likely to
become. Unfortunately, the resolution is something approaching the Scots’
“not proven” verdict.
When South Korean Oh Eun-sun reached the summit of Annapurna from
the north on April 27, 2010 and claimed to be the first woman to climb all
fourteen 8,000ers, a chorus of objections sounded. These came not only from
the supporters of her principal rival, Basque Edurne Pasaban, who claimed
all fourteen with her climb of Shisha Pangma on May 18, 2010, but from
many in South Korea. No one questioned Oh’s ascent of Annapurna, which
her well-equipped TV crew had documented. The detractors’ objections
centered on her ascent of Kangchenjunga late on a partly snowy May 6, 2009,
accompanied only by three Sherpas.
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Her summit photo shows her standing on a rocky formation with more
rock and snow apparently above her. (Current Kangchenjunga summit photos
show all snow at the very top.) Her head Sherpa, Dawa Wangchuk—who is
very experienced with many ascents, including three of Kangchenjunga to his
credit—told her, and still affirms today, that she was about ten linear meters,
five vertical meters, from the very top. Another one of Oh’s Sherpas, Nurbu,
asserted that the party had stopped 150 m from the summit. His testimony has
varied with time, and because he had never climbed Kangchenjunga before,
his estimates of distance, particularly in snowy weather, are questionable.
Understandably, Pasaban, who observed the climb from lower on the
mountain, does not believe that Oh and her Sherpas could have reached the
summit and returned in the short time they were out of her view.
The Corean (so spelled) Alpine Club after tergiversation “acknowledges
she [Oh] had successfully reached the summit.” But in August 2010, the
Korean Alpine Federation in the person of their Secretary General Kim Jaesoo declared that Oh had not. Kim was also on Kangchenjunga that May leading the expedition that put the late Go Mi-sun, then Oh’s principal Korean
rival, on the summit May 18, 2009, so he cannot be viewed as disinterested.
There is no official agency empowered to decide who has or has not
climbed an 8,000er, but Elizabeth Hawley of Kathmandu, the doyenne of
those who keep the count, has not previously shied away from declaring a
climb “unrecognized.” Consider the case of Alan Hinkes, who claimed all
fourteen after his ascent of Kangchenjunga in 2005. In his list of fourteen,
he included an ascent of Cho Oyu in 1990. Hawley declared that climb
“unrecognized” in 1996, and he remains at thirteen on everyone’s list to this
day. After an extensive review of all aspects of the Oh case in her Seasonal
Stories for the Nepalese Himalaya 2010 issued in June 2011 by Himalayan
Database, Hawley’s conclusion is softer than for the Hinkes case: “So the
question remains, who was the first woman to summit all eight thousanders?
Doubt about Miss Oh’s sincerely believed Kangchenjunga summit claim may
never be dispelled.”
	Oh could try again on Kangchenjunga, but that would concede that she
had not reached the summit, and thus could not be the first woman with
all fourteen. Also, Kangchenjunga is a cruel mountain for women. If Oh
did not reach the summit, only four women had by the end of 2010. By the
same date, four had died there, including the outstanding female Himalayan
mountaineer of the twentieth century, Wanda Rutkiewicz. The odds are
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not encouraging. And so, Oh Eun-sun remains on the list with fourteen
ascents—one marked with an asterisk indicating “disputed.”
A happier outcome and certainly not disputed is the final membership of
the Aosta guide Abele Blanc, who reached the summit of Annapurna with
a Korean group on April 26, 2011, becoming the 23rd member and the 21st
man. Blanc, born in 1954, made his first 8,000er ascent—Everest—in 1992 at
the relatively advanced age of 38. In fall 2001, he climbed Dhaulagiri for his
thirteenth, leaving himself only the difficult and dangerous Annapurna. It
was nearly 10 years until he stood on that summit.
Annapurna is only the tenth highest of the 8,000ers, but all who attempt
the list dread it because no one has discovered a reliably safe route. Blanc tried
twice with his frequent climbing partner Christian Kuntner of Bolzano (who
also had thirteen 8,000ers) on the long E Ridge and on the steep S Face, failing
both times. On May 18, 2005, Kuntner and Blanc, supported by three other
Italians, were on the way up the north side, following a route successfully
climbed by Ed Viesturs to become the first American member just six days
before. Blanc stopped briefly to take a short video in a shallow couloir safely
crossed by Viesturs’s party in both directions. An ice-block avalanche swept
Blanc, Kuntner, and two supporters about 500 meters down the slope. The
supporters were lightly injured and helped in the rescue. Kuntner suffered
serious internal injuries and died a couple of hours later. Blanc was struck on
the head and had broken ribs but appeared little injured. However, he went
into traumatic shock and did not speak coherently until in the hospital two
days later. He retained no memory of the avalanche but was grief-stricken
over the loss of his companion, Kuntner.
Blanc joined another Italian expedition to Annapurna in 2006, but was
called home by the death of his son before he could set foot on the mountain.
In 2010, he announced a conditioning foray to Everest to be followed by
another Annapurna attempt—generating a storm of media interest—but Everest took too long, and he abandoned the Annapurna effort. To avoid
the distractions of media and publicity, Blanc planned an entirely unpublicized
effort in 2011 with a Korean group, again on the north side, to the left of the
1950 French Route. He and the Koreans left 7,200 m Camp 3 at 1:30 a.m. on
April 26 and reached the summit of his fourteenth at 1:40 p.m.—a bit over
twelve hours later—and almost ten years after the summit of his thirteenth.
He slept that night at Camp 3 and threaded through the dangerous seracs
the next day. The end of the list and safety at last.
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Even more of an under-the-radar approach to membership was that of
Mingma Sherpa, whose sudden appearance as the 24th member of the club
with his climb of Kangchenjunga on May 20, 2011, surprised many mountaineering writers. He is the first Sherpa member, the first Nepalese, and the
first among the Indian, Nepalese, and Tibetan “hired” who have supported
so many climbers in the Himalaya. In the course of their work, the hired
climbers often reach the summits of 8,000ers with, sometimes ahead of, their
employers, but because they do not choose the mountains to be climbed,
none before Mingma have accumulated the geographically diverse list constituting the fourteen highest.
Mingma was born in 1978 and lives in Nurbu Chaur in the upper Walung
district, not far from Makalu. He distinguished himself at 21 on his first
8,000er when hired by the 2000 Italian expedition to Manaslu. Mingma
arrived at the summit, solo, two days before any of the members and has
demonstrated similar independence and enterprise on subsequent efforts. He
works as a guide on his climbs and has used oxygen on five of the higher
8,000ers because he must carry loads and take care of others.
	In 2010, he arrived late for an Iranian expedition to Annapurna, but
he had a permit for the mountain and infiltrated Pasaban’s summit try,
reaching the top with her group. He then signed on to the disastrous Chinese
Dhaulagiri expedition (see Alpina Summer/Fall 2011), reached the summit,
participated in the difficulties of the descent and rescue, but escaped injury.
For his Kangchenjunga ascent, he was again working, as expedition
“organizer” and general factotum. He reached the summit first shortly before
8:00 a.m. on May 20, 2011. He then participated in the rescue of ill and
injured member Cleo Weidlich—one of the few women to reach the summit
of Kangchenjunga and very nearly one of those to die there.
	On August 23, 2011 Austrian Gerlinde Kaltenbrunner reached the summit
of K2 to become the 25th member of the 8,000ers club, the first Austrian,
the first woman to climb all fourteen without supplemental oxygen, and the
third woman overall (the second woman with no disputed climbs). Following
her closely that day were Kazakhs Vassili Pitsov and Maksut Zhumayev,
the 26th and 27th members. Zhumayev climbed all fourteen without
supplemental oxygen.
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In Memoriam
Lt. Colonel Balwant Sandhu, 1934–2010. A speeding auto on a street in
New Delhi ended the life of the dominant Indian mountaineer of the last
half of the twentieth century. Born on October 1, 1934, the eldest son of
a Sikh farming family, he followed the Sikh military tradition by joining a
machine gun regiment in 1953 and transferring to the paratroopers in 1958.
The disastrous experience of the nascent Indian Army in the Sino-Indian
border war of 1962 dramatized the need for mountaineering capability in
the Indian military. Sandhu played a major part in the development of this
capability and commanded a battalion from 1971 to 1976.
As a mountaineer, he specialized in alpine-style first ascent expeditions
to remote Indian mountains, often as the expedition leader or, with foreign
expeditions, co-leader, gaining the respect of such mountaineering luminaries
as Chris Bonington, Doug Scott, Dougal Haston, Yoshio Ogata of Japan,
and Jean-Claude Marmier of France. Sandhu’s extensive list of first ascents
as leader and often member of the summit party includes the pioneering
alpine-style ascent of Changabang, Mamostang Kangri, W Face of Kamet,
Chombu E Pk, and many others. Contrary to the record of other Indian
military mountaineers, he always found the right mountain and was rigidly
exact in his accounts and claims.
He accumulated the honors and offices deserved for his capability and
performance: president of the Himalayan Club, principal of the Nehru Institute
of Mountaineering, vice president of the Indian Mountaineering Foundation,
honorary member of the Alpine Club, fellow of the Royal Geographical
Society, Indian representative to the International Mountaineering and
Climbing Federation (called the UIAA), and recipient of the Arjuna
award for excellence in mountaineering. He also played a prominent part
in organizations devoted to the training of young mountaineers and to the
preservation of the mountain environment.
	Ironically, Sandhu, the veteran of many dangerous adventures, including
perhaps the longest survived fall recorded in India,1 more than 150 parachute
jumps, and many high-speed trips on his powerful motorcycle, was struck down
by a careless driver while crossing a street near the IMF office on December 3,
2010. He died without recovering consciousness on December 10.
In 1964, Sandhu and two rope mates survived a skid of about one km below Nanda Devi
E, from the Longstaff Col to the Lawan valley base camp. He suffered only a heel injury that
prevented him from joining the 1965 Indian Everest effort.
1
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Nawang Gombu, 1936–2011. Perhaps the last survivor of the band of great
Sherpa “Tigers” passed away quietly surrounded by his family in Darjeeling.
Gombu was born near Kharta in Tibet under something of a shadow. His
father, a monk of “good family,” eloped with a nun from a family of serfs.
However, in a piece of later good fortune for Gombu, his mother was the
beloved elder sister of Tenzing Norgay, who climbed Everest with the first
successful expedition in 1953. Gombu begged a job from his uncle on the
1953 British Everest expedition led by John Hunt, and so became at 17 the
youngest climbing Sherpa on the expedition. He proved to be a bit of a teen
terror, at least by the standards of the rigid Sahib-Sherpa relationships of the
time. Assigned to Dr. Michael Ward, Gombu gained notoriety by becoming
the only Sherpa in recorded history who “asked his sahib to walk a little more
slowly as he was finding the pace too fast.” On a carry of oxygen loads led by
Hunt, not yet Sir John but a colonel in the British army, Gombu asked Hunt
why he had to carry two bottles while Hunt carried only one. Eventually
Gombu distinguished himself on two carries to the South Col, receiving the
Queen’s coronation medal and the Tiger Badge from the Himalayan Club.
When Tenzing went to the newly established Himalayan Mountaineering
Institute in Darjeeling, Gombu followed him and was one of the Sherpas
selected to train in Switzerland. He then worked for several of the national
expeditions of the 1950s and early 1960s.
He was selected by Will Siri for the 1963 first American expedition to
Everest and formed a close, lifelong friendship with Jim Whittaker. Both
were blunt, down to earth, and interested in getting to the top by the easiest
way. And so they did. They were aware of the ugly controversy over whether
Tenzing or Sir Edmund Hillary had reached the summit of Everest first, and
as they approached the summit—after a short “after you, my dear Gaston”
colloquy—they joined arms and each simultaneously placed one foot on the
very top. The exploit won Gombu a visit in Washington with President John
F. Kennedy, who presented Gombu with the National Geographic Society’s
Hubbard Medal. In 1965, he went to Everest again with the second and successful Indian Everest expedition, reaching the top in the first summit group
with A. S. Cheema, ascending Everest for the second time, receiving Indian
decorations and a gold medal from the Olympic committee.
Gombu was an honorary member of the Alpine Club and the Himalayan
Club. He followed his uncle Tenzing as director of field instruction at the
HMI, serving there for 40 years training generations of mountaineers, and
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he devoted his final years to the welfare of the Sherpas of Darjeeling. But
Nawang Gombu will always be remembered as the first person to climb
Everest twice.
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